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Review of Invisible Ink:

Knowing Carl Veno spent more than 25 years in
the newspaper business, and being a reporter myself, I looked
forward to jumping right in with the ink-stained, flat-soled tales
of a reporter from the 1960s on.

But that part of his life doesn't come until
Chapter 8 when he moves from the “dull shears” to a sharp pencil
and empty pad. He moved from a failed barber career to the
dream-job leap of an entry job at the Orlando Sentinel.

You know he's ruminating about a bygone age
when he tells you he had no writing experience and still landed a
job at a nice-sized daily newspaper. Also it's interesting to note
that even by 1967 there was a strong instinct by the Gannett
Company (and to be fair, other large media companies) to move in,
take over, dominate and obliterate. It was the era of the newspaper
wars that has since left many large cities with only one strong
newspaper voice. They were wars that centered on closing down the
competition rather than a mere clash of personalities at the
head-butting publications.

Being now retired from the business has
likely mellowed Veno, who once aspired to become a prize fighter
and was literally everybody's punching bag and in that way trained
for his chosen career. Veno started as a sports writer at the
Sentinel.

Despite my initial disappointment in not
getting embroiled early into the journalist's story, I got over it.
With writing that skips along the surface of about 100 years of
family history, Veno starts off with the tale of his own
grandfather's seesaw decision to live in America. He moved back and
forth four times from Italy before settling the fate of future
Venos, and it was perhaps an indicator of restlessness that passed
on through the generations, including Carl.

Veno describes growing up part of the
harmless Park Bench Gang, as well as the violence created by the
Prohibition Era and decidedly harmful gangs - even in Olean, New
York.

Nothing gives the flavor of armchair
reminiscing more than Veno's almost idle speculation of “Whatever
happened to ...?” Nothing gives it the flavor of history and of the
passed on, more than Veno's paragraph summaries of men's and
women's lives that end with a date of death.

After the Sentinel, Veno moved back up to New
York and after an institutional and personal philosophy of fighting
Gannett, he worked for them. He edited and wrote at a series of
other newspapers and here does nothing to lessen the old stereotype
that a good journalist is a drunk journalist. Nowadays it seems to
be a competition to see who drinks the wheat grass first. I've
often thought of showing up at work drunk. But bosses for some
reason seem to be on the look out for that more — darn the luck —
and I'd be out on my (sarcastic) ear.

From a historical perspective, the author
could have done more with describing the scenes and the scenery
along the way - inside and out. In a way, Carl Veno has written a
whole book in “just the facts” hard news style. Still, even in his
sketch observations of the places he has lived and worked, Veno
delivers insight into regular daily life back then.

For instance I may have to steal this line
somewhere along the way —”These writing minds at this
insignificant newspaper amazed me; their fate saddened me.”

Brilliant.

The book could easily have been twice as long
as its 193 pages. His face on the back cover clearly shows a
mischievous grin. The reader can almost feel Veno straining against
the temptation to spill all the beans.

Veno takes you through his life but only
through what he's seen and done. There's very little introspection.
For instance, he had lung surgery, but he doesn't go into the
turmoil that caused or the worry. He mentions both, but doesn't
explore.

Also, there are allusions to how he should
have been there more for his family. That he liked to nightclub,
and didn't like to go home immediately after work. But it's not
explored so you don't know if it's just a self-perceived trait or
whether he could have truly done more.

One small story stuck with me more than any
other after I closed the book. Towards the end of the
mini-biography, Veno describes having non-emergency leg surgery in
a “dilapidated Veterans Hospital” during the Vietnam War in 1971.
He wrote:

“The toilets and washroom were filthy,
deplorable by any health standards. I saw wounded vets limping
around the hallway looking for drugs and booze. Hospital personnel
were overloaded and uncaring. … One of the saddest moments of my
stay occurred when I took the elevator to the wrong floor and
walked into a ward that had paralyzed and basket-case veterans, no
arms and no legs, just torsos. I prayed that they were well taken
care of. I complained to hospital officials, but no one seemed
concerned. Public officials were aware, but stalled in doing
anything.”

My brain jumped ahead as I thought of how
Veno, the editor and newspaperman, would detail how he wrote up an
investigative piece about what was happening there. He did not —
“Years later, LIFE magazine did an expose on the hospital.”

He did not investigate the hospital but he
does not, as I did, wonder why. At least not in the pages of
“Invisible Ink.”

Overall the life Veno does describe seems
pretty typical; full of at-work intrigue, children, and happiness
with his surroundings wherever he is. His condensed work history,
in its brevity, seems dizzying, like a pinball's journey down.
Except Veno, as evidenced by the very existence of this book, is
still very much bouncing off the bumpers, ready to make noise.

It's the last chapter of Invisible Ink
which will endure. He describes the scenario of a publisher who
doesn't like an article, not because it's poorly written or in any
way inaccurate. No, the publisher doesn't like it because it makes
someone in the publisher's circle of friends — in this case a judge
— look bad.

The editor, late in his career — Carl Veno —
is asked to fire the reporter who wrote the series:

“There were more questions buzzing around in my
mind. Was I willing to keep the comfortable security I had and go
out and fire the reporter and remain on staff like a journalistic
traitor? On the other hand, did I want to throw away everything I
had worked for for nine years over a story that readers would
forget in a couple of days? … No one really cared. Most readers
believed the press was loaded with errors and mistakes anyway. One
more wouldn't make a difference. Few Americans see heroes in the
press. Many intensely dislike the press.”

There's more.

Here Veno paints a complex scenario and walks
us through his tangled thought process. The book is worth the money
for this final chapter alone as Carl drives past the Liberty Bell
on his way home.

He ends on a “cheerful” note that describes
so much about the change of the newspaper industry over the late
20th century and his part in it:

“The daily Free Press would eventually
become a weekly. The Herald Statesman closed. The Newark
News closed. The Mount Vernon Argus closed. The
Hudson Dispatch closed. Five of the eight newspapers (where
I worked) are no longer operating.”

 


 



To Luigi and Anna Veno, my parents, the smartest
people I ever knew.
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Introduction

​First
you destroy those who create values.

Then you destroy those who know what the values are.

— Ryzard Kapuscinski, Polish Journalist

Fortunately for America, Charles Meredith
III, my final newspaper boss, published the Free Press in Bucks
County, Pennsylvania, and not the Washington Post. Imagine
this scenario: Meredith publishes the Post at the time of
Watergate. He fires Reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein. For
good measure, mentally and emotionally blind, Charles tosses
Washington Post Editor Ben Bradley in the discard bin.
President Richard Nixon completes his term as President.

The United States would have avoided the
biggest scandal in American history. Most abhorrent of all, we
would have failed to test that clause in the Constitution that
proves the President of the United States is not above the law.

Unlike the gutsy Washington Post
Publisher, Katherine Graham, Meredith panicked at the words
sources, said, it has been reported, or questioned.
He had no inkling that newspapers need these tools to protect
unidentified sources and move government agencies to reveal
information.

Investigative reporting terrified Meredith.
“Elected officials shouldn't be held to the highest standards in
the land,” he said. “Newspapers aren't watchdogs over our
government.”

He couldn't understand that if politicians
blink in the wrong direction, the press has not only an obligation,
but also a responsibility to report it. Charles Meredith III would
rather sink the potential powerhouse story than question the
actions of a politician. Being a politician himself made him leery
of the press, the very institution that for three generations made
the Merediths wealthy. In his viewpoint, those news stories were
written to wrap around ads.

According to Kapuscinski, the Polish
Journalist, real barbarism begins when no one can any longer judge
or know that what he does is barbaric. There you have a
picture-perfect likeness of Charles Meredith III.

I can only be humble and grateful that from
my roots out of dry ground sprang a journalist with an eye toward
creating and upholding values.

 


 



​ Chapter 1 — West 46th Street

All glory comes from daring to begin.

— Anonymous

“One room and a communal bathroom, and that
ain't bad for fourteen dollars a week. Yeah, right in the middle of
Manhattan.”

The desk clerk brushed the cigarette ashes
from his trousers and straightened his wrinkled red tic. With his
handkerchief he wiped his sweaty forehead, some food crumbs from
around his mouth, and finished his sales pitch.

The gray stucco apartment building on West
46th in New York City looked more inviting on the outside than the
inside. The lobby's wallpaper, peeling and turning brown, had faded
to a dingy white. The place was stuffy and hot.

So this is a flophouse?

What a dump. The musty smell sickened me.

“What's that terrible odor?” I asked.

“We got to sanitize the place.”

No doubt roaches and ants crawled around the
rooms. Probably loaded with rats, too. I hated this place, but the
rent was affordable.

“I'll take it.”

“How long you planning on staying?”

“A few months, if I can survive the
roaches.”

He muttered without looking up, “You
will.”

After arriving in the Big Apple on a hot,
oppressive July afternoon in 1958, I wanted nothing more than to
cool off, settle down, and get some chow. It had been a long 400
miles.

Every bone in my body ached. The eight-hour
bumpy bus ride from Olean, New York, wore me down. I was
exhausted.

Waiting for room keys, I returned to thoughts
of early morning and the farewell send-off from a few of the Park
Bench Gang at the bus depot.

The guys were certain I had lost my mind when
I announced my plans to head for New York City to make a fortune as
a professional prizefighter.

“On your way, stop at the nuthouse and have
them check you out,” one of the guys yelled as the bus pulled
away.

The odds of making it big in New York City at
any endeavor is astronomical, but so what? The chances are still
better here in New York City then the small town I just left.

Talent, timing, and luck, so I'm told, hit a
home run for a successful life. If one is missing, you strike out.
I was about to find out if I had two “Ts” and an “L.”

Of all the difficult jobs I had to try,
prizefighting proved the toughest and bloodiest. You never find a
way around getting your brains rattled.

Finally, dangling the key inches from my
nose, the clerk, with tiny, silver bifocals resting on his nose,
warned me what lies ahead if you don't pay the rent.

“And remember,” he said, looking straight
into my eyes, “the rent is always paid in advance on Monday. If
not, see that sidewalk outside the lobby door? That's where you'll
land. On your ass. The name Pete Moss won't even be on the eviction
papers. We don't want to hear any bullshit stories. We have heard
them all. On time.”

I reached down, got a firm grip on my only
suitcase, and with the other hand wiped the dripping sweat off my
forehead.

“I understand.” I started to walk away, but
the clerk continued his monologue.

“I know it's none of my business, kid, but
what the hell are you doing in New York City?”

I told him I fought as a professional
prizefighter and I'd be working out at Stillman's Gym on Eighth
Avenue, a few blocks away.

He continued to stare, eyeing me up and down,
bifocals intensifying his hard look.

His hand moved to adjust the eyeglasses. “You
look like fresh meat. All the fighters I see around here end up
with banana noses, scarred faces, and are brain dead from the looks
of 'em.”

“Not me. When I get to the top, I'm leaving
with all my marbles.”

His smile changed to a smirk.

“Get to the top first, kid.”

I had not heard it all yet from the
clerk.

“There aren't too many real men in this
building. Let me give you some fatherly advice, kid. Watch out for
the fags. They're all over.”

I gazed at him, a little puzzled. “Why should
I be worried?”

“You'll see.”

I assured him I could take care of myself and
headed for the elevators that took me to the 14th floor.

I got off the elevator and I caught the
nauseous pesticide stink again. There must have been roaches all
over this place. Exposed food in the tenants' rooms undoubtedly
whetted the roaches' appetites.

I wouldn't live here long.

I walked toward the end of the tiny hallway
and saw the communal bathroom that I'd share with ten other male
tenants.

Wow, I couldn't believe my eyes. The
condition of the three rusty sinks and three shower stalls made my
stomach turn. The tile walls were brownish yellow, worn thin, and
undistinguishable. A real shithouse.

My room consisted of a cot, a dresser, and a
window with no air conditioning.

It resembled a large closet. With the heat so
oppressive, I rushed to the window and yanked it open. No help. The
outside Manhattan afternoon breeze added to the scorching heat
inside. The nights would cool things off.

I unpacked my suitcase, grabbed a change of
clothes, and headed for Stillman's to meet my future manager,
Frankie Madden. I walked along Eighth Avenue and thought about the
beginnings of this New York journey.

A lifetime friend, Joe Pezzamenti, a pizza
restaurant owner, a hustler, was now a fight manager. Joe contacted
Madden. He worked for the now defunct Herald Journal
American newspaper and according to Joe, he had good sports
connections. Joe assured me that Madden would also provide me with
great trainers.

When I worked out in Olean, Joe would let me
use the back room of his pizzeria to train. Joe had a little bed
there and every day while I pounded on a heavy sandbag, he took a
nap and always had the same dream about getting rich without
working. Joe was the talk of the town, and he didn't exactly come
out on the plus side. He never managed to veer from the gossip
mill.

I guess there is a Joe in every town. Are
they misfits or do we need them around to boost our own
self-esteem? Listen to the local gossip at the coffee shops and the
people like Joe will be the major topic.

In spite of his faults, I liked Joe. He spoke
truthfully to me, and that's all I expected. Pezzy, as everyone
called him, was a small-built man with narrow waist, big nose,
large brown eyes, and no hair on his head. He resembled Jimmy
Durante.

At first I was reluctant to go to New York
City.

I explained to Joe that I had little
experience at boxing and it was possible that I could lose a few of
my marbles with the top fighters.

“Don't worry. You're a tough kid, and you'll
be able to handle yourself with little trouble,” he said. “ And
with Frankie helping you're bound to do well …”

His support helped, but I had already made up
my mind. I thought, what the hell? If it gets too rough I can
always quit; besides, my opportunities in Olean were less than
zero.

Just before three o'clock, I walked at a good
pace along the busy sidewalk toward the gym. I felt good and was
almost unaware of the heat and the horns honking and sirens
wailing.

“Hey, I'm in New York City, a place where
dreams come true, “I spoke aloud to the City, its people, its
buildings.

When I arrived at Stillman's Gym entrance, I
saw an arrow pointing to the second floor. On the first floor there
was a candy store that tempted even the most dedicated health nuts.
I'd learn that the place had terrific ice cream malts. At the top
of the stairs, before I could go into the gym, a rugged ex-fighter
blocked my entrance. He sat on a high chair with one of his legs
stretched across the door.

“There's a price to get in here kid — two
dollars to you.” he said.

“I have an appointment to see Frankie
Madden.”

“Wait here.”

I could hear the rhythm of the punching bags
from inside the gym and the big thuds of the fighters hitting the
big sandbags. The odor was that thick, stinging smell that hovers
over busy gyms. The gatekeeper returned with a short, heavyset man.
He wore his black hair slicked back and covering his cars. He wore
a double-breasted blue suit and chewed on an unlighted cigar.

“Carl?”

“You, of course, are Mr. Madden.”

He smiled, waved me in, and escorted me to a
few metal chairs surrounding the two boxing rings.

I was finally inside the famous Stillman's
Gym, a place where all the great champions come to train.

“I talked to Joe, and here is what I want you
to do,” Frankie said. “Do you have a place to stay?”

I lowered my head and muttered the name.

“I know it's a dump, but wait about a month,
and we will find something better.”

He talked on and on about the training
schedule. I nodded my head with approval.

“I'll drop in weekly to check on you. Dan
Florio and Izzy Kline will help. Don't expect too much from them.
They are busy guys.”

Wow! Famous trainers — I'd read about them in
Ring Magazine. They were known to handle top-rated fighters.
As a favor to Madden they would give me some of their time. I was
thrilled.

“Before you leave, I want to get you a
membership and introduce you to Lou Stillman, the owner of the
gym.”

We both walked over to Stillman. He held a
microphone to introduce each fighter sparring in the two large
boxing rings in front of him. Frank told me Stillman turned the
ceremony into a tradition that he cherished.

So this was Lou Stillman.

He was a thin man in his fifties, with a long
nose, sparse white hair, and blue eyes. He stood a little under six
feet as he strode about his gym. Not a friendly guy; he seemed
uncomfortable around me. After meeting me, he gave me a quick
handshake and walked away.

I heard he could be a mean son of a bitch. I
never expected to talk to him again. However, I didn't lose any
sleep over the cool relationship. When he had to announce my name
as a sparring partner, it was obvious that to say it just about
killed him. One of the fighters told me that he always carried a
gun. I never wanted to find out.

Frankie went over the final instructions
before he left.

“Get to the gym every day at noon, train
hard, we'll get you a fight in about three weeks,” he said. “I'll
get you lined up with a four-rounder on the boxing card at Fort
Hamilton in Brooklyn.”

Whew! Could I be ready that fast?

“Fast plans are on because you must pay your
own way. No free lunches here.” He reminded me that anything he
paid for would have to be paid back off the top of the
proceeds.

“There's a restaurant about a block down from
here. It's called the Neutral Comer.” Frankie gestured in the
direction of the restaurant. “It's a bar and with a lunch counter.
You can meet a lot of fighters there.” Madden put the cigar back in
the corner of his mouth each time he paused to take a breath. “Tony
Genaro is the bartender, tough fighter from Youngstown, Ohio, once
a top contender. Tell him you're working for me. He'll take care of
you.”

I shook his hand.

“Frankie, I will do my best for you.”

“I know you will, kid.” He shook my hand
again, and then he hurried down the gym stairs and disappeared into
the crowded street.

I decided to walk over to the Neutral Comer
and see if I could meet some of the fighters. When I walked in, I
saw a bunch of guys at the lunch counter. Without missing a step, I
straightened my shoulders and introduced myself to the one closest
to me. Rich English was an ex-hockey player from Toronto. Although
he had ten fights in Canada, his face was loaded with scar tissue
from the hockey fights he'd encountered over the years.

He shook my hand with an iron grip.

“We all want to make a killing without
getting killed,” was his favorite saying, I found out when we
became good friends. I saw him in the gym during the day and hung
around with him nights.

Rich introduced me to some of the other young
boxers, and one fighter struck me as extremely young — I mean, he
looked like a child.

“Hi, Carl,” he said with a big smile. “I'm
Fred Piper from Rochester. My father owns a gym there and he sent
me here to train, get a few fights, and make a name for
myself.”

He looked like someone who should be in
grammar school, not a fighter. He had black hair, a baby face, and
weighed about 145. When I found out his age — 15, I thought to
myself that this guy was going to get killed.

Boy was I wrong. He was a great boxer and
dancer who had the speed of a famous featherweight, Willie Pep.
Although I did not pal with Fred, we became friends while I was
staying in New York. He lived about a block away.

After gulping down a soda and a roast beef
sandwich, I said goodbye to the guys and hurried back to my
apartment. After I had unpacked, something else I wanted to do sent
me flying to the streets.

This wasn't my first trip to New York, so I
knew my way around. I decided to walk over to Central Park and map
out the path where I would be doing my roadwork. Still exhausted
from the long day, I sat on a park bench next to a sleeping
homeless guy. It was such a sad sight to see these poor souls
living their strange lives. Many were alcoholics, ex-mental
patients, and drug addicts. I was always charitable to the
unfortunates. I was born a soft touch. As soon as he knew there was
someone next to him, he jumped out and began begging for money. I
did not preach to him or say a word. I just reached in my pocket
gave him a five-dollar bill. I knew it was not the right thing to
do, but what the hell. His eyes brightened up and he looked like he
just hit the lottery.

“Thanks,” he said. “I'll get some food with
this.”

The last thing he would do was eat. “Yeah,
right!” He didn't hear, though. That guy was long gone to the
nearest liquor store.

After a few hours of walking around Central
Park, I headed back to the apartment for a nap, heat or no heat. It
was still too hot to rest. So I got dressed, went down to the
lobby, walked outside, and I sat on the stoop. A few minutes later
up came Fred, the young kid I met at noon.

“Hey, Carl, let's get something to eat at the
Neutral Comer.”

We both walked to the restaurant and sat at
the lunch counter. Fred chatted with just about everyone. He
apparently was well-known and well-liked.

“What are you going to do for excitement?” he
asked.

“Fred, I just got here, and besides I'm going
to live a Trappist Monk's life for a while. I need to get in shape
and stay out of trouble and get plenty of sleep.”

“You got to have some fun or you won't
function.” He gave me that big smile. “Listen, I know where there
are a lot of girls craving to go out and it's only a few blocks
from here. They come in by the droves every day — from would-be
models to runaways. They're all looking for a good time. You don't
have to be serious with them or spend any money on them. Just screw
them and leave them.”

“No. Not me.”

“And did you know there are a lot of fags out
there, and they will pay you for going to bed with them.”

I couldn't believe what I heard. This young
kid made money as a part-time male prostitute. How sick.

“You got to be nuts,” I said. “ I would leave
those people alone.”

“Someone has to take care of them,” he said.
“I know a Frenchman who wants to take good care me of and he pays
me good, too. How do you think I live here? And when the Ice
Capades are in town, I make a killing. Did you know a lot of those
skaters are fags?”

“When do you find time to fight and
train?”

“I don't need much training. I do well
without it.”

When he obviously could tell I was disgusted,
he changed the subject.

“I got to go, I'll see you tomorrow at the
gym,” I said.

“Carl, I'm young but not dumb. I've learned
how to survive out there in the mean world. Get what you can from
anyone who gives. Don't be a crusader.”

“I'm not a crusader, I'm a fighter.”

“You won't make it if you don't have a killer
instinct,” he said, and we parted company.

Maybe he was right, and then I put that out
of my mind. Darkness came on to match my mood, and I was dead
tired. Walking up the street, I noticed a number of street hookers
who had started on their night's work. I stayed clear of them,
never glancing in their direction. If you were alone and a male,
they would drive you nuts.

Sleep. That's what I needed, sleep.

I went up to my room, undressed, grabbed my
shorts and a towel, and hurried down the hall to take a cold
shower. In spite of the conditions of the bathroom, the shower was
refreshing.

Out of the shower, I noticed a small elderly
gentleman washing his face in the sink next to me. He had a large
white towel wrapped around his waist. A bunch of keys dangled from
a belt attached to the towel.

“Hi.” I added a smile to my greeting

He smiled back. “It's a hot night isn't
it?”

“Certainly is.”

The shower had cooled me off, but not nearly
enough. I had to sleep, since at five a.m. I would be out of bed
for my roadwork in Central Park.

I lay down on my cot and decided to keep the
door open to create a little breeze in the hot room. I must have
fallen asleep before closing the door. A clanging sound opened my
eyes. Half asleep, I saw a silhouette of a half-naked person with a
towel wrapped around his body. He stood in the open doorway. The
hallway light exposed him and I noticed he was the same man I had
talked to in the bathroom earlier.

I jumped to my feel. “Gel the hell out of
here before I throw you out the window.”

He started crying. “I'm sorry. I'm terrible
sorry. I just can't help myself.”

My anger subsided and I said, “You're in the
wrong room, sir. I'm sure it was a mistake on your part.”

Without a word he hurried down the hall.

What a chance he was taking coming in to my
room. Of course, it was no mistake. It was troubling to know that
this man would risk getting hurt to satisfy his inner drives. It
was just too deep for me to comprehend.

What a day. And what a night. I fell asleep
again, this time ltil early morning. I had a fight in
three weeks and that's all that was on my mind.

Being a sparring partner had it setbacks.
Every fighter used you for a punching bag and you went home every
night feeling like you were run over by an army tank. After a while
your nose gets as big as a cucumber, and then it breaks and breaks
again. Your face hurts even when you get hit with a big glove and
wear the proper headgear.

I was always put in with seasoned fighters.
It was the only way I could learn fast. I had to spar with Joe
Micelli and Patty Young, two real tough guys. When I sparred with
these guys, I was way out of my class. Micelli showed a little
mercy, but Young was ruthless. He was always trying to knock my
head off.

One time he left himself open and I hit with
a right hand square on his chin. His knees buckled and I knew I had
shaken him up. Before the round ended, we were trading wild
punches. He pounded me with scores of hard punches, and I hit with
a few good shots, too.
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